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Xiao Chaihu Tang (ᇣ᷈㚵∸ Minor Bupleurum 
Decoction) is the main formula chosen in Shang Han 
Lun (Ӹᆦ䆎 Treatise on Cold-induced Febrile 
Diseases) for regulating the Shaoyang Channels. It 
functions to regulate the flow of qi in the tri-jiao in 
ascending and descending smoothly, and has been 
held in high esteem by TCM physicians through the 
ages. In clinic, the author prefers using the modified 
Xiao Chaihu Tang in the treatment for depression, 
and obtains good effect.  
Depression is not the TCM name of the disease. Its 
manifestations can often be found in the TCM 
syndromes of melancholia, hysteria, lily disease, and 
globus hystericus (subjective sensation of choking 
with a lump in the throat), which have all been 
classified into the category of depression in the 
modern TCM Internal Medicine. The TCM 
pathogenesis of depression is often focused on 
stagnation of the liver-qi. Most of the TCM 
physicians tend to differentiate this disease based on 
the liver. They think that injury caused by excess of 
the seven emotions is the etiology of depression, and 
stagnation of the liver-qi is the direct causative factor 
of its onset.1 Long-term stagnation of the liver-qi can 
make injury of the five zang organs and lead to 
formation of stagnated fire, phlegm-damp and blood 
stasis, which, in prolonged cases, may injure yin to 
cause deficiency of blood, and consume qi to injure 
yang, making the syndrome a mixture of deficiency 
and excess.2 There are also differentiations based on 
disturbance of the brain-mind; the middle-jiao, and 
the kidney-essence. The above ideas have explained 
from different aspects in the pathologic mechanisms 
of depression at different stages.3 1  
Shang Han Lun said, “ For affection by cold and 
wind accompanied with alternate attacks of chills and 
fever, oppression in the chest and hypochondrium, 
vexation and nausea, and so on, Xiao Chaihu Tang is 
indicated.” It points out clearly that Shaoyang disease 
has the symptoms of mind, behavior and the digestive 
tract. From view of today, depression can also have 
oppression in the chest and hypochondrium, anorexia, 
dysphoria and nausea, suggesting that depression has 
close relationship with the Shaoyang Channels. In the 
following, the author explains the pathogeneses of 
depression from the Shaoyang Channels and min- 
isterial fire.   
The Role Played by the Ministerial Fire in the 
Activities and Emotional Changes of Human Body 
1. The ministerial fire is the motive-qi of the human 
body. 
The human life comes from yang-qi. Only when yin
grows while yang is generating, can man get his 
physique and mentality. Physician ZHANG Jing-yue 
(ᓴ᱃ኇ) once said, “The generation of essence and 
blood all depend on yang-qi. The obtaining of 
yang-qi ensures life, while the loss of yang-qi results 
in death. Strong yang-qi makes man have a long life, 
while failure of yang-qi will make man die young”. 
Ministerial fire is a kind of physiological fire, which 
is the root of growth and development, and the source 
of warmth of the human body, and maintains the 
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body’s everlasting functional activities. In normal 
case, ministerial fire keeps calm in motion, stores in 
the lower-jiao, and sticks to its post to wait for order. 
It functions to balance yin and yang of the human 
body, and warm the zang-fu organs to promote their 
functional activity of qi. Physician ZHU Dan-xi (ᴅ
Ѝ⑾ ) once said, “The constant activities of the 
human body rely on the ministerial fire, without 
which the human life cannot exist”, “Junior fire 
supports qi”. The ministerial fire promotes and 
excites the activities of the zang-fu, tissue and organs 
of the whole body, with which the brain marrow can 
control mental activities, thus one can see and hear; 
the heart can promote circulation of blood, 
nourishing zang-fu organs, thus one can speak and 
move, meaning that the ministerial fire is the motive 
power to promote the functions of zang-fu organs. 
2. The combination of monarch fire and ministerial 
fire can regulate mental activities. 
The state of mental activity is the most direct and 
centralized expression of yang-qi. Changes in 
mentality, emotion and physical activities are all 
closely related with the condition of yang-qi. The 
heart is the zang organ of monarch fire of Shaoyin 
Channel. The various life activities of the human 
body all rely on the nourishment of blood and the 
motive force of heart-yang in promoting the blood 
flow. Heart-yang can inspire man’s mental activities, 
making man in high spirit, with a radiant look, and 
quick in thought. It is said in Ling Shu (♉ᵶ
Miraculous Pivot) that ‘ the heart is considered as the 
great master of the five zang and six fu organs and 
the house where the mind dwells’. Therefore, the 
governor of mental activities is the heart, which is 
also a zang organ of mind. Su Wen (㋴䯂 Plain 
Questions) said, “The heart takes the position of 
monarch, and dominates mental activities”. Ling Shu 
also said, “The organ that governs cognition is the 
heart”. Physician ZHANG Jing-yue once said, 
“Light-clear fire bright in the superior is the 
illuminating part of fire; heavy-solid fire warm in the 
inferior is the basis of fire. The illuminating part is 
the manifestation of the basis of fire. Without the 
former, spirit can not be inspired, while without the 
later, where can the fire come out? Therefore, endless 
changes of monarch fire rely on the ministerial fire 
rooted in the earth”. It indicates that the ministerial 
fire and monarch fire depend on and coordinate with 
each other. The monarch fire takes the leading 
position, being the governor of the human life 
activities. Although taking the subordinate position, 
the ministerial fire dominates the functional activities 
of the whole body, being the basis of monarch fire in 
performing its function. In mental activities, these 
two fires also influence each other.  
3. The distribution of ministerial fire depends on 
the pivoting function of Shaoyang.
The ministerial fire dwells in the liver and kidney, 
rooting in the kidney and originating from the gate of 
life. Life fire is the body of ministerial fire, while 
ministerial fire performs the function of life fire. 
However, the ministerial fire must rely on the 
Shaoyang Channels to be spread over the tri-jiao and 
to pass through the interior and exterior of the body. 
Su Wen said, “The Taiyang Channels have the 
opening action as a door; the Yangming Channels 
have the closing action; and the Shaoyang Channels 
play the vital functions as door pivot”. The function 
of the Shaoyang Channels is to pivot the flow of qi, 
making it flow upward, downward, outward and 
inward freely. The Shaoyang Channels include the 
Gallbladder Channel of Foot-Shaoyang and the 
Tri-jiao Channel of Hand-Shaoyang. The gallbladder 
attaches to the liver, and they are internally and 
externally related to jointly regulate qi of the whole 
body, especially the gallbladder. Attaching to wood, 
the gallbladder, with spring generated qi, can start the 
pivot and distribute yang-qi through the tri-jiao to the 
whole body, so as to perform the warming function. 
Nan Jing (䲒㒣 Difficult Classic) said, “Tri-jao 
Channels are the paths of water and grains, and are 
where qi starts and terminates”. The Tri-jiao 
Channels dominate circulation of various qi, dredge 
the water passages, and distribute the ministerial fire, 
being the places where the zang-fu organs perform 
their physiological activities. The gallbladder and 
Tri-jiao are interrelated, and jointly promote the 
circulation of qi, forming the gate connecting the 
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interior and exterior, and the superior and inferior of 
the body. They can also control the pivot to transport 
yang-qi, so as to regulate the spreading of ministerial 
fire.  
In normal case, the ministerial fire keeps calm in 
motion, stores in the lower-jiao, and is distributed in 
the tri-jiao by the pivot function, so as to perform the 
function of junior fire producing qi in promoting and 
exciting activities of the zang-fu organs; and at the 
same time, it supports the monarch fire in regulating 
and inspiring mentality to accomplish behavioral and 
mental activities of the human body. As it is said in 
Su Wen that ‘yang-qi ensures mind sound and 
muscles flexible’.  
Disturbance of Ministerial Fire Being the Basic 
Pathogenesis for the Onset of Depression  
In the physiological state, ministerial fire originates 
from the life gate and spreads in the zang-fu organs, 
regular movement of which does no harm to the body 
health. However, mental disturbance, with failure of 
desire to be satisfied, and injury by depressive anger 
or sadness would cause disharmony of qi of the five 
zang organs, dysfunction of the liver in promoting 
unrestrained flow of qi, and dysfunction of the 
gallbladder in pivoting qi flow. Then yang-qi would 
stagnate in the interior unable to spread, and the 
ministerial fire would become insufficient unable to 
perform the function of junior fire producing qi, and 
the function in promoting and inspiring the activities 
of zang-fu organs. ‘Excessive qi would turn into fire’. 
Long-term stagnation of this fire would make it lose 
its position or calmness, becoming dislocated fire. 
The exuberant fire would overflow the tri-jiao to 
affect the surrounding zang-fu organs, causing 
various pathologic changes. Dislocated ministerial 
fire will make monarch fire lose its brightness. 
Disorder of the mother organ affecting the child 
organ would make illness of both the gallbladder and 
the heart. In clinic, there would appear abnormalities 
in emotion, cognition, and behavior. 
Depression is a disease, with which people would be 
in a low mental state and have decreased phy- 
siological vitality. It is mainly manifested by low 
mood, loss of interest and sense of joy, and decrease 
of energy with increased sense of fatigue and 
decreased activities. The clinical characters summed 
up by the present universally acknowledged dia- 
gnostic criteria4 for depression are: affective 
disorders, such as feeling depressed, loss of interest 
in daily life, and absence of sense of joy; retardation 
of thought and locomotion, such as decrease of vigor, 
lowered thinking ability, lassitude, behavioral 
laziness, and in most cases, not accompanied with 
anxiety and vexation; abdominal distention and poor 
appetite; dull complexion; insomnia, accompanied 
with early awakening or hypersomnia. Most of the 
above-mentioned symptoms are related with disorder 
in the distribution of ministerial fire. Some patients 
are accompanied with the manifestations of vexation 
and irritability, and disability to sit or sleep at ease, 
which is called in modern medicine ‘agitated dep- 
ression’, and is thought by TCM to be related with 
flaming-up of gallbladder-fire due to stagnation of 
fire in the Shaoyang Channels.  
According to the different pathogeneses and clinical 
manifestations, the above-mentioned symptoms can 
be divided into two categories, one being stagnation 
of fire in the Shaoyang Channels, and the other being 
dysfunction of Shaoyang Channels in pivoting qi and 
injury of the heart-yang. 
1. Stagnation of fire in the Shaoyang Channels.  
Dysfunction of Shaoyang Channels in pivoting qi can 
make accumulation of yang-qi in the interior unable 
to distribute, and stagnation of ministerial fire, which 
can be manifested in clinic by abnormalities in 
emotion, cognition and behavior. On one hand, since 
‘excessive qi would turn into fire’ and ‘fire is 
flaming-up in nature’, long-term stagnation of fire in 
the Shaoyang Channels would make excessive 
stagnated fire-qi expand outward, manifested by 
signs indicating flaming-up of gallbladder-fire, such 
as headache and dizziness, insomnia and dreaminess, 
irritability, vexation and peevishness, tinnitus, 
bitterness in the mouth, and dryness of throat. On the 
other hand, failure of ministerial fire in dispersing 
and in performing its function of junior fire 
producing qi to promote and inspire activities of 
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zang-fu organs can bring about the manifestations of 
mental depression, low mood, listlessness, and 
emotional dejection. 
1) Stagnation of fire in the Shaoyang Channels and 
flaming-up of gallbladder-fire: 
It is mostly manifested in clinic by headache and 
dizziness, insomnia and dreaminess, anxiety, gastric 
upset and acid swallowing, disinclination to 
movement and preference to lying in bed, susce- 
ptibility to anger, vexation and peevishness, tinnitus, 
bitterness in mouth and dry throat, discomfort and 
fullness in the chest and hypochondrium, red tongue 
with yellow coating, and wiry pulse.  
Mental disturbance and failure of desire to be 
satisfied can cause failure of the liver-qi to circulate 
freely and dysfunction of gallbladder in distributing 
qi, which may result in the Shaoyang Channels lack 
of motive force in pivoting qi, leading to stagnation 
of the ministerial fire in the interior instead of 
expanding, further developing into pathogenic fire. 
Exuberant gallbladder-fire in the interior can bring 
about the symptoms of restlessness, anxiety, and 
susceptibility to anger. The gallbladder-fire going 
upward along the corresponding channel may disturb 
the mind, hence the symptoms of vexation, and 
insomnia and dreaminess. The depressive gall- 
bladder-fire and liver-fire can cause transverse attack 
to the spleen and stomach, leading to poor appetite, 
and gastric discomfort upset and acid swallowing.  
The Shaoyang Channels pass through the chest and 
hypochondrium left and right, which are the passages 
for water, fire and qi of the tri-jiao in ascending and 
descending. Dysfunction of the Shaoyang Channels 
with interior stagnation of the ministerial fire can 
bring about the symptom of feeling discomfort and 
fullness in the chest and hypochondrium. Physician 
LI Dong-yuan (ᴢϰ൷) once said, “Ministerial fire is 
the fire that surrounds collaterals in the lower-jiao 
and is the enemy of primordial-qi. The two are 
mutually exclusive, with one being the victor, the 
other being the failure”. Disordered ministerial fire 
may become exuberant, and vigorous fire consumes
qi, resulting in the symptoms of disinclination to 
movement and preference to lying in bed. The 
Shaoyang Channels have qi of the wind-wood. When 
gallbladder-fire is exuberant in the interior, the wind 
and fire can fan each other and stir upward to attack 
the clear mind, hence the appearance of headache and 
dizziness, and tinnitus.  
Long-term stagnation in the Shaoyang Channels can 
lead to obstruction of the water passages in the 
tri-jiao, making accumulated fluid turn into damp, 
which further forms phlegm. The mixture of phlegm 
and fire can disturb the heart-mind, which can make 
worse the mental and behavioral symptoms, such as 
insomnia and dreaminess, disinclination to movement 
and preference to lying in bed, susceptibility to anger, 
irritability, vexation, and peevishness. At the initial 
stage, this disease can be caused by qi-stagnation in 
the Shaoyang Channels, and stagnation of gall- 
bladder-qi turning into fire, which flames up. In 
prolonged case, the illness may become disorder of 
the mother organ affecting the child organ, the 
gallbladder affecting the heart. Besides, owing to 
obstruction of the tri-jiao, there can be the mixture of 
pathogenic phlegm and fire.  
The key points in the differentiation: In the syndrome 
differentiation for depression, in addition to the 
commonly-seen symptoms of loss of interest, and 
behavioral laziness, it is often accompanied with 
insomnia and dreaminess, anxiety, vexation and 
peevishness, feeling of fullness and discomfort in the 
chest and hypochondrium, and bitterness in the 
mouth. Here, irritability, vexation, bitterness in the 
mouth, and wiry pulse are the key symptoms in the 
differentiation.  
2) Stagnation in the Shaoyang Channels and failure 
of ministerial fire in dispersing:  
The clinical manifestations are usually black mood, 
emotional dejection, thought slowness, hypomnesis, 
lassitude, which get worse in the early morning even 
the whole morning; cold limbs; fullness and 
discomfort in chest and hypochondrium; bitterness in 
the mouth; and wiry pulse. Stagnation of ministerial 
fire in the interior unable to distribute can make 
failure of the heart-qi to be nourished, and 
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dysfunction of mental activity, resulting in the 
symptoms of black mood, listlessness and emotional 
dejection. Su Wen said, “Yang-qi dominates the 
exterior part of the body the whole day, which
generates in the morning, becomes abundant at noon, 
and goes insufficient at dusk, when the gate of qi is 
closed”.  
In the early morning time, yang-qi changes from the 
inward and restrained state to the outward and 
prosperous state. This course needs not only the help 
of liver-yang and liver-qi in dispersing and promoting 
free flow of qi, but also the warmth and nourishment 
of the ministerial fire in the Shaoyang Channels. At 
this time, if Shaoyang lacks the motive force to 
perform normal functions due to failure of the 
gallbladder in promoting smooth flow of qi, there can 
appear mental depression, thought slowness, and 
even lassitude. The various symptoms may be worse 
in the early morning or the whole morning, but 
become alleviating, since at the dusk time, qi turns 
inward and restrained, and the load of the body is 
lightened. Failure of yang-qi in dispersing and 
circulating freely can bring about lassitude, thought 
slowness, fullness and discomfort in chest and 
hypochondrium, bitterness in the mouth, and wiry 
pulse, which are all the signs of interior stagnation of 
gallbladder-fire. 
The key points in the differentiation: There can exist 
not only the symptoms indicating insufficiency of 
both the heart-yang and heart-qi, and the brain-mind 
lack of warmth and nourishment, such as emotional 
dejection, thought slowness, lassitude, which get 
worse in the morning; but also the symptoms 
indicating failure of yang-qi in dispersing and interior 
stagnation of gallbladder-fire, such as feeling fullness 
and discomfort in chest and hypochondrium, 
bitterness in the mouth, and wiry pulse.  
In clinic, there can often be seen alternation of the 
two types. Some cases of depression can sometimes 
have mental depression, black mood, listlessness, and 
emotional dejection, however, after a period of time, 
change to excessive interior heat manifested as 
irritability, and vexation and peevishness. This is 
because of the Shaoyang playing the role of vital 
functions as door pivot. Dysfunction of Shaoyang can 
lead to interior stagnation of qi, hence the symptoms 
indicating dysfunction of ministerial fire in 
dispersing, and disorder of metal activities. Long-
term interior stagnation is also apt to cause 
exuberance of fire-qi, which will expand and show 
outward, hence the manifestations indicating 
flaming-up of gallbladder-fire. This corresponds to 
the pathogenesis of exogenous febrile disease due to 
pathogenic factors staying in Shaoyang bringing 
about symptoms of alternate attacks of chills and 
fever.  
2. Dysfunction of the Shaoyang Channels in pivoting 
qi and injury of heart-yang. 
The clinical manifestation are mostly lassitude, black 
mood, fullness and pain in chest, discomfort 
sensation in the hypochondrium, blurred vision, 
decreased hearing, poor appetite, insomnia and 
dreaminess, susceptibility to sorrow and terror, 
aversion to cold with cold limbs, frigidity and 
amenorrhea in female, impotence in male, pale- 
tender tongue, and slow-weak pulse.  
Failure of junior-fire to produce qi will cause 
insufficiency of energy. Disorder of the gallbladder 
will affect the liver. Besides, according to ‘the liver 
being the dominator of relaxation and contraction of 
tendons’, failure of yang-qi to reach the liver can 
cause malnutrition of tendons, being easy to bring 
about fatigue. Insufficiency of ministerial fire failing 
to give warmth can make heart-mind lack of 
nourishment, which can injure the cognitive ability, 
leading to the symptoms of loss of interest, and 
joylessness. Ling Shu said, “Deficiency of marrow 
can bring about vertigo and tinnitus, soreness of 
shank and dizziness, and laziness with preference to 
lying in bed”. Insufficient ministerial fire may fail to 
nourish the marrow, and deficiency of marrow- 
reservoir can bring about difficult association, 
thought slowness, hypomnesia, blurred vision, and 
decreased hearing. Deficiency of ministerial fire can 
cause disorder of mother organ affecting the child 
organ, resulting in insufficiency of the heart-yang, 
which loses its controlling action, thus causes mental 
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derangement with the symptoms of insomnia, early 
awaking, dreaminess, and susceptibility to sorrow 
and terror. These mental symptoms are all signs of 
deficiency of ministerial fire leading to insufficiency 
of monarch fire. Turbid-yin may surely attack those 
who have insufficiency of yang-qi, and those who 
have stagnation of qi will surely have formation of 
turbid phlegm. The turbid phlegm will take the 
advantage of deficiency to go upward and disturb the 
clear mind, making cloudiness of mind. Insufficiency 
of yang causes lack of warmth, obstruction of turbid 
phlegm, and unsmooth flow of qi and blood, bringing 
about the symptoms of lassitude, cold limbs, frigidity 
and amenorrhea in female, and impotence in male, 
which are all signs of insufficiency of ministerial fire. 
The key points in differentiation: The main 
symptoms are lassitude, black mood, susceptibility to 
sorrow and fear, aversion to cold with cold limbs, 
pale-tender tongue, and slow-weak pulse, which are 
all signs of deficient cold. What is said in Zhu Bing 
Yuan Hou Lun (䇌⮙⑤׭䆎 Treatise on the Causes 
and Symptoms of Disease), “Insufficiency of liver-qi
can cause poor eye sight, contracture and spasm in 
the hypochondrium and of tendons, dry nails, dim 
complexion, and susceptibility to sorrow and terror 
like being arrested”, and the idea put forward by 
ZHANG Xi-chun (ᓴ䫵㒃) that ‘the left pulse unable 
to feel’ can all be referred to in the making of the 
differentiation.  
In short, the disease-location of depression is in 
Shaoyang, with mental injury due to dysfunction of 
the liver in promoting unrestrained flow of qi, and 
mal-distribution of ministerial fire being the basic 
causative factors for its onset. Since the zang-fu 
organs are closely related, and disorder of the mother 
organ tends to affect the child organ, it may often be 
the disease of both the gallbladder and heart. The 
clinical pathogeneses can often be flaming-up of 
gallbladder-fire, or stagnation in Shaoyang and 
failure of ministerial fire in dispersing, or in- 
sufficiency of ministerial fire. Because of the above, 
the heart and the kidney may fail to coordinate well, 
and dysfunction of the liver in promoting free flow of 
qi, which, on one hand, can affect qi activities, 
worsen insufficiency of the ministerial fire, and make 
deficiency of yang-qi of both the heart and 
gallbladder, leading to malnutrition of brain-mind, 
inhibited or weakened mental activities, manifested 
by decreased movements, thinking slowness, and 
black mood; and on the other hand, may affect 
functions of other zang-fu organs, and make 
stagnated turbid phlegm go upward to confuse the 
mind, thus, making disturbance of brain-mind worse 
and bringing about the various symptoms of 
depression.5  
Dispersing and Dredging the Ministerial Fire of 
Shaoyang Being the Principle of Treatment for 
Depression  
The disease-location of depression is in the Shaoyang
Channels. The disease is due to disorder of 
ministerial fire in distribution. As is said in Su Wen, 
‘the stagnant liver should be smoothed and the 
stagnant fire should be dispersed’, thus treatment for 
depression should be centered in removing stagnation 
to restore the pivoting function of Shaoyang, so as to 
ensure smooth flow in the tri-jiao and normal 
distribution of the ministerial fire. In favor of this 
idea, YE Gui, the famous TCM physician in the Ming
dynasty, called it ‘Dredging the Shaoyang Channels’. 
Lin Zheng Zhi Nan Yi An (Ј䆕ᣛफएḜ Medical 
Records as a Guide to Practice) pointed out that 
“Disease would be resulted from stagnation due to 
mental disturbance. The syndrome would often 
involve the heart, spleen, liver, and gallbladder. The 
treating principles in the medical records could be 
purging the stagnated fire in the upper-jiao by 
dredging Shaoyang or by opening and ascending the 
lung-qi, soothing and tonifying the liver and stomach, 
purging the gallbladder-fire and strengthening the 
spleen, and dredging the channels and collaterals. If 
the stagnated heat had affected yin, salty tonification 
and bitter purging could be used”. In view of the 
pathogenic characteristics of depression of stagnation 
of yang and hypoactive mental activities, some 
scholars have also proposed to harmonize ying and 
wei, and disperse yang and remove stagnation as the 
basic treating principle for depression.6  
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1. For dispersing the ministerial fire of Shaoyang, 
Xiao Chaihu Tang is the first choice. 
In Shang Han Lun, Xiao Chaihu Tang is used as the 
formula for treating dysfunction of the Shaoyang
Channels due to invasion of exopathogens, a half 
exterior and half interior syndrome. The original 
prescription can regulate the pivoting function of 
Shaoyang, and soothing the liver and normalizing the 
function of the gallbladder, being the main pre- 
scription for dispersing the Shaoyang Channels. The 
function of Shaoyang is to pivot qi and make it 
ascend and descend, and in and out freely. This 
formula has the very action of regulating yin and 
yang in the interior and exterior, and regulating the 
ascending and descending, and in and out of qi. Here, 
it is well indicated for treating the depression due to 
stagnation in and dysfunction of the Shaoyang 
Channels and disordered ministerial fire in dis- 
tribution.  
Although one is exopathic affection and the other the 
internal injury, they two have the same pathogenesis 
of dysfunction of Shaoyang in pivoting qi. Therefore, 
according to the TCM principle of treating different 
diseases with the same therapeutic principle, Xiao 
Chaihu Tang can be used for both. The reason why
Xiao Chaihu Tang has the above-mentioned action 
lies in the two herbs, Chai Hu (᷈㚵 Radix Bupleuri) 
and Huang Qin (咘㡽 Radix Scutellariae).  
Chai Hu (᷈㚵 Radix Bupleuri), bitter and pungent in 
flavor and slightly cold in property, entering the 
Shaoyang Channels, has the lifting and dispersing 
action, and can expel pathogenic factors from both 
the exterior and the interior. It is said in Ben Cao Jing 
Jie (ᴀ㤝㒣㾷 Annotation on Herbal Classic) that 
“Chai Hu (᷈㚵 Radix Bupleuri), light and pungent, 
can lift and regulate the gallbladder-qi. When qi flow 
in the gallbladder is smooth, free flow of qi in the 
other zang-fu organs can also be obtained”. Physician 
ZHANG Xi-chun once said, “Being able to raise qi in 
the Shaoyang Channels, Chai Hu (᷈㚵 Radix 
Bupleuri) is the main herb used for treating diseases 
of Foot-Shaoyang Channel and diseases of Foot- 
Jueyin Channel. It can soothe the stagnated liver-qi,
and relieve the hyperactive gallbladder-qi.  
Huang Qin (咘㡽 Radix Scutellariae), also good at 
entering the liver and gallbladder channels to remove 
heat, can treat diseases of Shaoyang with alternate 
attacks of chill and fever, and has the secondary 
action of regulating qi for any zang-fu organs with 
stagnation of qi causing fever.” The compatible use 
of these two herbs can clear heat from the gallbladder, 
and soothe the stagnated qi in the liver and gall- 
bladder, so as to produce the effect of dredging the 
tri-jiao, and the Shaoyang Channels. For this, the 
famous TCM physician LIU Du-zhou has made the 
incisive explanation: “qi of the human body should 
be in free flow and cannot be stagnated. And when qi 
in the liver and gallbladder flows freely, there will be 
surely free flow of qi in the six fu organs.”  
Ban Xia (ञ໣ Rhizoma Pinelliae), pungent and bitter 
in taste, warm and dry in nature, is used due to its 
action of resolving masses to remove the half exterior 
and half interior pathogenic factors. The combined 
use of Chai Hu (᷈㚵 Radix Bupleuri) and Ban Xia 
(ञ໣ Rhizoma Pinelliae), one cold and one warm in 
nature, can jointly make free flow of qi in the tri-jiao
in ascending, descending and pivoting.  
In the prescription, the compatible use of Gan Cao 
(⫬㤝 Radix Glycyrrhizae), Da Zao (໻ᵷ Fructus 
Jujubae), Sheng Jiang (⫳ྰ Rhizoma Zingiberis 
Recens), and Ren Sheng (ҎখRadix Ginseng), sweet 
in taste and warm in nature, can activate the 
stomach-qi to help the Shaoyang Channels in 
pivoting qi. Some scholars think that the spleen and 
stomach are related with mental activities, which 
plays a very important role in controlling the onset of 
depression. The various pathologic factors causing 
depression are closely related with dysfunction of qi
of the spleen and stomach in the middle-jiao in 
ascending and descending. Therefore, to lay stress on 
regulating qi activities of the spleen and stomach 
would be very important for the treatment of 
depression.7
The whole formula can give the effect of regulating 
function of the Shaoyang Channels in pivoting qi, 
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lifting qi in Shaoyang, and making the qi reach the 
interior and exterior freely, so as to make ease of the 
five zang organs and relieve the depression. Based on 
the above theory, in the treatment for female dep- 
ression, Prof. LIU Du-zhou tends to adopt the 
combined use of Xiao Chaihu Tang and Yueju Wan 
(䍞䵴Ќ Pill for Relieving Stagnancy).8 Therefore, in 
the treatment of depression, Xiao Chaihu Tang can be 
taken as the main prescription, with modifications 
done according to the actual condition of the illness.  
2. Treatment based on syndrome.  
1) Flaming-up of gallbladder-fire:  
The principle of treatment should be clearing heat 
from the Shaoyang Channels, and expelling the 
pathogenic factors to relieve depression. The 
prescription can be Xiao Chaihu Tang, added with 
Mu Dan Pi (⠵ЍⲂ Cortex Moutan Radicis), Yu Jin 
(䚕䞥 Radix Curcumae), Zhi Zi (ᷔᄤ Fructus 
Gardeniae), and Bai He ( ⱒ ড় Bulbus Lilii), 
corresponding to Dan Zhi Xiaoyao San (Ѝᷔ䗡䘹ᬷ
Ease Powder of Moutan Bark and Cape Jasmine 
Fruit). Mu Dan Pi (⠵ЍⲂ Cortex Moutan) and Yu 
Jin (䚕䞥 Radix Curcumae) can give the effect of 
relieving depression and clearing the mind, and 
eliminating the stagnated heat in the blood. Zhi Zi 
(ᷔᄤ Fructus Gardeniae), bitter in taste and cold in 
nature, is used for clearing heat from the tri-jiao. Bai 
He (ⱒড় Bulbus Lilii) has the action of calming the 
mind, tranquilizing the gallbladder, and benefiting 
intelligence, used for removing the stagnated heat in 
the gallbladder and heart with its cool property. This 
compound pre- scription corresponds to what is said 
in Nei Jing, i.e. ‘using herbs salty in taste and cold in 
nature to treat interior stagnation of fire, added with 
herbs bitter and pungent in taste to eliminate the 
heat.’ Thus, the pathogenic fire can be eliminated and 
the ministerial fire can stay calm in its position.
For the accompanying symptoms of gastric upset and 
acid swallowing, the syndrome of heat in the 
gallbladder and stagnation in the liver attacking the 
spleen and stomach, Zuojin Wan (Ꮊ䞥Ќ Liver- 
Fire-Purging and Stomach-Regulating Pill) can be 
added to the above prescription for eliminating heat 
in the liver and regulating the stomach. Besides, in 
the prescription herbs bitter and pungent in taste are 
used in combination, which can promote free flow of 
liver-qi and remove stagnation.  
For the accompanying symptoms of timidness and 
susceptibility to terror, restlessness due to deficiency, 
yellow-sticky tongue coating, and wiry slippery or 
rapid pulse, the syndrome of mixture of phlegm and 
fire disturbing the mind, Wendan Tang (⏽㚚∸
Decoction for Clearing Gallbladder-heat) can be 
added to the above prescription. Here, Xiao Chaihu 
Tang is used for clearing heat from the Shaoyang
Channels, and Wendan Tang is used for removing 
heat from the gallbladder and resolving phlegm. 
Wendan Tang is derived from San Yin Fang (ϝ಴ᮍ
Prescriptions Assigned to the Three Categories of 
Pathogenic Factors of Diseases). The original 
prescription contains Zhi Shi (ᶇᅲ Fructus Aurantii 
Immaturus), Ban Xia (ञ໣ Rhizoma Pinelliae), Zhu 
Ru (ネ㤍 Caulis Bambusae in Taeniam), Chen Pi (䰜
Ⲃ Pericarpium Citri Reticulatae), Gan Cao (⫬㤝
Radix Glycyrrhizae), Bai Fu Ling (ⱑ㤃㢧 Poria 
Alba), Sheng Jiang (⫳ྰ Rhizoma Zingiberis 
Recens), and Da Zao (໻ᵷFructus Jujubae), which is 
used for treating upward attacking of phlegm and qi, 
dizziness and vomiting, timidness, susceptibility to 
terror, insomnia and palpitation, forgetfulness, and 
bitterness in the mouth.  
2) Stagnation in the Shaoyang Channels and failure 
of ministerial fire in dispersing:  
The principle of the treatment should be opening the 
Shaoyang Channels to pivot qi, relieving depression 
by expelling pathogenic factors, and nourishing the 
heart to tranquilize the mind. Xiao Chaihu Tang plus 
Anshen Dingzhi Wan (ᅝ⼲ᅮᖫЌ  Bolus for 
Tranquilizing the Mind) can be used in the treatment. 
The syndrome is due to internal stagnation of the 
ministerial fire and failure of yang-qi in dispersing, 
and failure of the heart-mind to be warmed and 
nourished. So the treatment should be given not only 
for opening the pivot Shaoyang to normalize the 
ministerial fire, but also for replenishing qi in the 
brain to tranquilize the mind. Anshen Dingzhi Wan
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can be found in Yi Xue Xin Wu (एᄺᖗᙳ Medicine 
Comprehended). The original formula contains Fu 
Ling (㤃㢧 Poria), Fu Shen (㤃⼲ Poria cum Ligno 
Hospitae), Ren Shen (Ҏখ Radix Ginseng), Yuan Zhi 
(䖰ᖫ Radix Polygalae), Shi Chang Pu (⷇㦪㪆
Rhizoma Acori Tatarinowii), Long Chi (啭啓 Dens 
Draconis); and Zhu Sha (ᴅⷖ Cinnabaris), and is 
used for the syndrome with timidness and sus- 
ceptibility to anger, insomnia due to fear and terror, 
restless night sleep, and dream-startled sleep. In the 
prescription, Ren Shen (Ҏখ Radix Ginseng), Fu 
Ling (㤃㢧 Poria), and Fu Shen (㤃⼲ Poria cum 
Ligno Hospite) are used for tranquilizing the mind; 
and Chang Pu (㦪㪆 Rhizoma Acori Graminei), Yuan 
Zhi (䖰ᖫ Radix Polygalae), Long Chi (啭啓 Dens 
Draconis), and Zhu Sha (ᴅⷖ Cinnabaris) for 
relieving timidness and tranquilizing the mind, so as 
to make the heart-qi ample, thus timidness, pal- 
pitation and insomnia are sure to disappear. The 
compound prescription here can make the pivoting 
function normal, the heart-mind calm, the monarch 
fire bright, and both the physique and mentality 
regulated.  
3) Dysfunction of Shaoyang Channels in pivoting qi, 
and injury of the heart-yang:  
The principle of the treatment should be warming the 
ministerial fire, soothing the liver and regulating qi, 
eliminating phlegm for resuscitation, nourishing the 
brain and resuscitating the mind. Modified Xiao 
Chaihu Tang plus Guizhi Gancao Tang (Ḗᵱ⫬㤝∸
Decoction of Cinnamon Twig and Licorice) can be 
chosen to make the prescription. Shang Han Lun said, 
“To treat profuse sweating and palpitation, Guizhi 
Gancao Tang is the main indicated prescription.” The 
original prescription is indicated for the palpitation 
due to injury of the heart-yang by profuse sweating, 
and failure of heart-mind to be controlled due to 
insufficient heart-yang failing to protect the mind. 
Gui Zhi (ḖᵱRamulus Cinnamomi), pungent in taste 
and warm in nature, can enter the heart to activate 
yang, and Gan Cao (⫬㤝 Radix Glycyrrhizae) is 
sweet, even and qi-replenishing in nature. The 
combination of the two herbs, sweet and pungent, can 
promote the generation of yang-qi. Since fire is the 
son of wood, and son can make mother excess, when 
the heart-yang is activated, the wood-qi would then 
be ample. Therefore the compatible use of Guizhi 
Gancao Tang here is just indicated for the pat- 
hogeneses of the syndrome. Besides, of the added 
Yuan Zhi (䖰ᖫ Radix Polygalae), Chang Pu (㦪㪆
Rhizoma Acori Graminei), Fu Ling (㤃㢧 Poria), and 
Ren Shen (Ҏখ Radix Ginseng) based on the 
symptoms, Ren Shen (Ҏখ Radix Ginseng) is to 
strengthen qi of the five zang organs and benefit the 
primordial qi and tranquilize the mind; Fu Ling (㤃㢧
Poria) is mainly for tonifying the heart and benefiting 
the brain; Chang Pu (㦪㪆 Rhizoma Acori Graminei) 
and Yuan Zhi (䖰ᖫ Radix Polygalae) mainly for 
clearing phlegm and resuscitating the mind, and 
strengthening the heart-yang and benefiting int- 
elligence.  
The complete prescription can warm and activate the 
heart-yang, tranquilize the mind, and inspire the 
ministerial fire of Shaoyang to restore its function of 
junior fire producing qi. Since the action of this 
prescription is not strong enough for pivoting qi and 
removing stagnancy, it is often used in combination 
with Xiao Chaihu Tang , in which Huang Qin (咘㡽
Radix Scutellariae) is left out to avoid its bitter and 
cold in affecting yang. The compatible use of these 
two prescriptions can yield the effects of warming the 
ministerial fire, soothing the depressed liver, clearing 
phlegm and resuscitating the mind, and nourishing 
the brain to restore mental clearness. When function 
of the ministerial fire is restored with normal 
distribution, the human body can regain vitality, and 
physique and mentality.  
Summary  
Depression is a disease with which man would be in 
a low mental state and have decreased physiological 
vitality. The author thinks that this disease is located 
in the Shaoyang Channels, with the heart, liver, 
kidney, spleen and stomach involved. However, the 
affection always centers in the Shaoyang Channels. 
The functional activities, the ascending and des- 
cending, in and out of qi in the other organs, all 
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depend on the generation and development of 
gallbladder-qi and the function of the gallbladder in 
pivoting qi. “The qi activities in the twelve channels 
must be inspired by the qi activities of the liver and 
gallbladder, and can disease only be avoided when qi
in these organs has got free flow.” Abnormal 
distribution of the ministerial fire constitutes the 
basic mechanism for the onset of depression. 
According to the pathogeneses and clinical man- 
ifestations, the syndrome of depression can be 
divided into three types, namely, flaming-up of 
gallbladder-fire, stagnation in Shaoyang and failure 
of ministerial fire in dispersing, and stagnation in 
Shaoyang and insufficiency of ministerial fire. The 
deficiency and excess of vital-qi and pathogenic 
factors of the three types are different. Based on the 
principle of ‘soothing the depressed liver, and 
dispersing the depressed fire’, removing stagnation 
and promoting unrestrained flow of qi should be 
taken as the main principle in the treatment of 
depression. Xiao Chaihu Tang should be used as the 
main prescription for its action of qi-pivoting and 
Shaoyang-dispersing. Based on the actual condition 
of the vital-qi and the pathogenic-qi, sym- 
ptomatologic modifications can be done in the 
prescription for directly removing the pathogenic 
factors, or for reinforcing and reducing at the same 
time by using herbs of cold and warm natures.  
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